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African Zion: The Sacred Art of Ethiopia 

November 15, 1995 - January 7, 1996 

Eighty-five of the finest surviving examples of Ethiopian religious art from the 
foremost collections in Ethiopia, Europe, and America trace the religious history of 
the Christian kingdom of Ethiopia. These sacred masterpieces include icons, 
illuminated manuscripts, and metalwork in silver and gold from the 4th through the 
18th centuries. African Zion was organized by InterCultura, Fort Worth, and The 
Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore, where it opened October 1993, in association with 
the Institute of Ethiopian Studies, Addis Ababa. 

This exhibition is made possible in part by grants from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities and the National Endowment for the Arts, federal 
agencies. Additional support has been provided by the Texas Commission on the 
Arts, Mr. and Mrs. Claude C. Albritton, III, Sam Fogg and the Helen Irwin Littauer 
Educational Trust, NationsBank Trustee. 
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IMPORTANT DATES IN ETHIOPIAN HISTORY 


ca. 10th c. BC date ascribed by Ethiopian epic myth Kebra Negast ("Glory of Kings") to founding of 
Kingdom of Ethiopia by Menelek I, eldest son of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, who, 
according to tradition, brought the Ark of the Covenant from Jerusalem to Aksum 

Before 700 BC Homer describes Aithiopes ("burned- faces") as "farthermost of men;" "Ethiopia" is 
Greek name given to country of dark-skinned peoples living south of Egypt 

c. 0-1000 Aksumite Kingdom (first historically recorded kingdom) 
c. 324 conversion of Ezana, Aksumite ruler 
Before 500 Nine Saints introduce monasticism to Ethiopia 

By 600 Gospels translated into Geez (a Semitic language resembling south Arabian scripts— 
the only phonetic alphabet developed in Africa) and illuminated by artists with evangelist 
portraits, figural frontispieces, and canon tables 
700-1000 decline of Aksum 

1137-1270 Zagwe Dynasty 

1173 King Yemreha Krestos accomplishes greatest architectural achievement of Zagwe 
Dynasty, rock-hewn churches in mountains of Lasta based on sacred landmarks of Jerusalem— 
pilgrimage to this ceremonial center, called Lalibala, becomes equivalent to pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem 

1248 St. Iyyasus Moa founds monastery of Dabra Hayq Estifanos on island in Lake Hayq 
12th/13th c. Geez no longer spoken; remains language of Christianity and of written language today 
1270-1530 Early Solomonic Period 

1270 Yekunno Amlak establishes Solomonic Dynasty, systematically destroys artistic legacy on 

religious grounds that Zagwe rulers were usurpers 

1284 St. Takla Haymanot founds monastery of Dabra Libanos in Shoa 

1440s Emperor Zara Yaeqob introduces mandatory veneration of Our Lady Mary and her 

icons; painting on wooden panels becomes central element of Ethiopian art 

1445-1480 career of court painter Fre Seyon 

1531-1543 Adalite Jihad against Ethiopia, including widespread burning of Christian art and 
destruction of monasteries of Dabra Hayq Estifanos and Dabra Libanos 

c. 1557-1932 presence of Jesuit missionaries in Ethiopia 

1632-1769 Later Solomonic Period (First and Second Gondarine Periods) 

1636 Gondar established as capital 

1732-40 foundation of Church of Dabra Sahay Qwesquam by Queen Mentewwab 

1769-1855 Era of the Princes 

1865-1889 Menelek II, King of Shoa 

1889-1913 Menelek II, Emperor of Ethiopia 

1892 Addis Ababa established as capital 

1930-1974 reign of Haile Selassie, last monarch of Ethiopia, last ruler of Solomonic Dynasty claiming 
to be descendants from Menelek I 

1993 Eritrea votes for independence from Ethiopia 



